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SHREW DAMAGE AND CONTROL: A REVIEW 
Robert H . Schmidt, Wildlife and Fisheries Biology , 
UniuersityofCalifornia,Dauis, CA 95616 
Shrews (Insectivora :Soricidae) occasionally come into 
conflict with human interests. This review covers the 
general biology of shrews, situations in which shrews 
can be considered pests (as defined by Howard 1962), 
and control methods. 
GENERAL BIOLOGY 
DESCRIPTION 
Shrews are small, mouse-sized mammals, with 
weights ranging from 2.5 grams for pigmy shrews to 
30 grams for the northern short-tailed shrew . The 
weights for most adult shrews fall between 5 to 10 
grams . Shrews have an elongated snout, dense fur of 
relatively uniform color, small eyes, concealed ears, 
and 5 clawed toes on each foot . The teeth are small and 
sharp and often exhibit dark tips . Albino shrews have 
been reported occasionally. 
Mice have 4 toes on their front feet and larger eyes. 
They also lack the elongated snout and usually have 
bicolored fur. Moles are also similar to shrews, but are 
usually larger and have enlarged front feet. Both 
shrews and moles are insectivores, whereas mice are 
rodents. 
DISTRIBUTION AND HABITAT 
Shrews occur on all major land areas of the world with 
the exception of the Arctic islands, Ungava, Green-
land, Iceland, the West Indies, Australia, Tasmania, 
New Zealand, some of the Pacific Islands, and the 
central and southern portion of South America 
(Nowak and Paradiso 1983:127). There are approxi-
mately 30 species of shrews found in North America 
north of Mexico (Jones et al. 1979). At least 13 species 
exist in the states and provinces east of the ~ississippi 
River (Table 1). For specific distributinal information, 
see the references by Burt and Grossenheider (1976), 
Hamilton and Whitaker (1979), Hall (1981), and · 
Junge and Hoffman (1981). State and regional field 
guides are also helpful. 
Shrews are found in a diverse range of habitats. Most 
shrews found east of the Mississippi River prefer moist 
habitats, ranging from damp grasslands to coniferous 
forests . The water shrew prefers marshy or semi-
aquatic areas . Regional reference books will help 
identify specific habitats. 





Sorex fume us 















Long-tailed or Rock shrew 
Maryland shrew 
Pigmyshrew 
Northern Short-tailed shrew 
Southeastern Short-tailed shrew 
Swamp Short -tailed shrew 
Least shrew 
lmay be a subspecies of S . cinereus 
DEMOGRAPHIC CHARACTERISTICS, FOOD 
HABITS, AND BEHAVIOR 
Shrews usually do not live longer than l to 2 years, but 
they have l to 2 (and sometimes 3) litters per year with 
l to 10 young per litter. The gestation period is 
approximately 21 days . Specific demographic features 
vary with the species . 
Food habits studies have revealed that shrews eat a 
variety of insect, vertebrate, and plant material. 
Grasshoppers, crickets, spiders, beetles, butterfly and 
moth larvae, ichneumonid wasps, earthworms, slugs, 
centipedes and millipedes have all appeared in the 
diets of shrews, although particular species may 
specialize on different food types. Shrews also have 
been reported to eat small birds, mice, small snakes, 
and even other shrews when the opportunity presents 
itself . Seeds, roots, and other vegetable matter round 
out the diet. 
Shrews are among the world's smallest mammals . 
Because of their small size, shrews have a proportion-
ally high surface-to-volume ratio and thus lose body 
heat rapidly. To maintain a constant body tempera-
ture, shrews have a high metabolic rate and need to 
consume food as often as every 3 to 4 hours. Some 
shrews will consume 3 times their body weight in food 
over a 24 hour period. 
Shrews have an acute sense of touch and hearing, with 
vision and smell playing a relatively minor role. Some 
species of shrews use a series of high-pitched squeaks 
for echolocation purposes, much the same as bats . 
However, shrews probably use echolocation more for 
investigating their habitat than searching for food 
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(Tomasi 1979) . Glands located on the hindquarters of 
shrews have a pungent odor and probably serve as 
sexual attractants (Hawes 1976) . The short-tailed 
shrews have a toxic venom in their saliva that may 
help them subdue small prey (Martin 1981) . 
Some shrews are mostly nocturnal; others are active 
throughout the day and night . Shrews remain active 
during the winter season . They frequently untilize the 
tunnels made by microtine rodents, such as voles, but 
they also make their own tunnels . 
During periods of occasional abundance, shrews may 
have a strong, although temporary, negative impact 
on mouse or insect populations (Fowle and Edwards 
1955, Barbehenn 1958). Many predators kill shrews, 
but few actually eat them . Owls in particular consume 
large numbers of shrews . 
SHREWS AS PESTS 
SEED PREDATION 
Most species of shrews are not abundant enough to be 
considered pests . The major type of damage caused by 
shrews is the destruction of conifer seeds, especially in 
the western states, although the consumption of 
conifer seeds by small mammals in the northeastern 
United States has also been reported (Abbott 1961) . 
Shrew damage to conifer seeds, in addition to damage 
caused by Peromyscus and other granivores, is largely 
responsible for the current practice of direct planting 
of seedlings in western restocking programs . Kangur 
(1954) reported that 2 Trowbridge 's shrews (Sorex 
trowbridgii ) ate an average of 245 Douglas-fir 
(Pseudotsuga menziesii ) seeds per day while in 
captivity . The masked shrew destroyed from 0.3 to 
10.5 percent of white spruce (Picea glauca ) seeds 
marked over a 6 year period (Radvanyi 1970) . 
Radvanyi (1971) has published photographs of shrew , 
mouse (Peromyscus , Microtus, and Clethrionomys ), 
and chipmunk (Eutamias ) damage to lodgepole pine 
(Pinus contorta) seeds and Radvanyi (1966) describes 
shrew damage to white spruce seeds . Pictures of 
"shrew" and "mouse" damage to Douglas-fir seeds are 
given in Kangur (1954) . 
In Finland and perhaps Scandinavia, shrews appear to 
play a more important role as predators of conifer 
seeds than they do in North America (Myllymaki and 
Paasikallio 1976, Myllymaki 1979) . Indeed, 
Myllymaki (1979:246) has wondered " ... how it is 
possible for conifer seed to germinate at all in view of 
the effectiveness with which small mammals examine 
the seeding spots, or the broadcast seed ." 
OTHER TYPES OF DAMAGE CAUSED BY 
SHREWS 
In a n earlier publication (Schmidt 1983) I have 
reviewed specific situations in which shrews can be 
regarded as pes ts. The water shrew may cause local 
damage by con suming eggs or small fish at hatcheries 
(Jack son 1961 , Banfield 1974 ). The lea st shrew is also 
known as the "bee shrew" because it sometimes enters 
hives and destroys the young brood (Jackson 1961, 
Hamilton and Whitaker 1979). The northern short-
tailed shrew has been reported to be destructive to 
ginseng (Panax sp .) roots (Jackson 1961) . The short-
tailed and masked shrews reportedly can climb trees 
where they can feed on eggs or young birds in a nest or 
consume suet in bird feeders (Jackson 1961, Barbour 
and Davis 1974, Rood 1977, Schwartz and Schwartz 
1981). 
The pugnacious nature of shrews sometimes becomes a 
nuisance when shrews live in or near dwellings . 
Shrews occasionally fall into window wells, attack 
pets, attack birds or chipmunks at feeders, feed on 
stored food, and contaminate stored foods with feces 
and urine (Jackson 1961, Rood 1977). They may cause 
some annoyance by burrowing in lawns (Coulter and 
Faulkner 1959) . 
LEGAL STATUS OF SHREWS 
Shrews are not protected by federal law . However, 
some states may have special regulations regarding 
the collection or killing of non-game mammals . 
Berger and Neuner (1979) have compiled a directory of 
species controlled by state non-game regulations . 
States east of the Mississippi River that specifically 
mentioned shrews are listed in Table 2 . For more 
information, contact your local wildlife agency . 
Table 2. States east of the Mississippi River that list s hrews 
















Sore:,: cinereu s and S . 
longirostris 
Cryptotis pava 
Microsorex hoyi and M. 
thompsoni ,2 
Sorix arcitcus ( sic), and S . 
palustris 
Peripheral Sorex palustris 
Undetermined Sore:,: dispar 
Protected a ll nongame mamma ls 
lStatus is as designated by the state wildlife agency . Definit ions 
may vary a mong states . Contact the appropriate state wi ldlife 
age ncy for more inform a tion. 
2 Microsorex is not recognized as Sor ex . 
CONTROL METHODOLOGY 
Coulter and Faulkner (1959), Altman (1980) , and 
Schmidt (1983) review trapping methods for shrews . 
Mouse tr aps (snap -traps) , small box traps, and pit 
traps have been used to collect shrews. :\'louse traps 
are set and placed in a manner similar to that for 
catching mice . Small box traps can be set parallel to 
and inside ofrunway, or parallel to walls around 
structures . Pea nut butter and rolled oats ma ke a 
sati sfactor y bait , a lthough a small amount of bacon 
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grease or hamburger may increase attractancy . 
Schmidt (1983) describes the proper placement of pit 
traps for capturing shrews . Pit trl;l,pS are more effec-
tive at capturing shrews than snap-traps (Williams 
and Braun 1983), although the increased labor in-
volved in setting a pit trap may not be justified when 
trying to capture only l or 2 animals . 
These traps and placements will also result in captur-
ing mice. Note the identification characteristics given 
above for determining whether the captured animal is 
indeed a shrew. Sometimes birds are captured in traps 
set for shrews (Schmidt and Peters 1981) . If this 
occurs, try placing a cover over the traps, moving the 
traps to another location, or try omitting rolled oats 
from the bait mixture . 
Rodent-proof structures will also exclude shrews from 
entering. Hardware cloth of one-quarter inch (0.635 
cm) mesh placed over potential entrances will prevent 
shrews from entering structures. The pigmy shrew 
may require a smaller mesh . Regular mowing around 
structures should decrease preferred habitat and food. 
Seed repellents which prevent rodents from eating or 
disturbing planted or broadcast seeds may also be ef-
fective with shrews . Endrin has been used in the past 
as a rodent repellent for conifer seeds, but the efficacy 
of endrin-treated seeds for reducing shrew damage has 
not been determined . Endrin is very toxic to most 
forms of wildlife and must always be used with ex-
treme caution, if at all. 
Cats have been used in controlling rat populations 
around structures (Elton 1953) and cats appear to be 
very good predators of shrews, although they seldom 
eat them . Cats may be effective at temporarily 
reducing localized shrew populations living in poor 
cover around structures . 
CONCLUSIONS 
Shrews occasionally become pests, and in most pest 
situations, conventional trapping techniques and 
habitat manipulation should be effective . In the 
search for an effective seed repellent to prevent rodent 
depredations of conifer seeds, the potential for shrew 
depredation should be taken into consideration. 
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